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Abstract
This reflection piece is based on the talk given by
the authors at the Society of North Carolina Archivists
(SNCA) conference in March 2018. They spoke on the topic
of emotional labour and archival practice, discussing the
effects that exposure to records with potentially traumatising
content can have on those working with archival materials.
Below they discuss the content of the presentation and reflect
on the feedback and responses they received at the time.
To begin, we would like to acknowledge those with
the lived experience of out-of-home "care," whom we will
refer to collectively as Care Leavers during this article but
acknowledge that this terminology is disputed. During our
presentation we included an image of the Victorian memorial
to Forgotten Australians, which was installed in the city of
Melbourne, Australia on 25 October 2010.1 The inscription
reads as follows:
Here we remember those thousands of children who
were separated from their families and grew up or
spent time in Victorian orphanages, children's
homes and foster homes last century. Many were
frightened, abused and neglected. We acknowledge
the many shattered lives and the courage and
strength of those who survived.
Nothing we discuss tries to lessen those experiences. Instead it also acknowledges the effect that material contained within some records can have, not solely upon a person accessing the records, but also for the archivists and
recordkeepers who have processed them and are making
them available for use.
As a result of our backgrounds we saw the need to
raise the topics of vicarious trauma and emotional labor for
the first time in a professional forum at the Australian Society of Archivists conference in 2017.2 Following our presentation we created a safer space by turning off all recording
devices and asking people to refrain from tweeting, enabling
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room for a significant and important discussion with our
peers on the topic. What became clear was the need for vicarious trauma to be discussed and responded to within the
archival profession more broadly.
When we saw that the theme of the SNCA conference, "Navigating the Web of Community: Archivists and
the Ethics of Care" so closely aligned with our topic, we
knew we had to attend and participate in the discussion happening outside of Australia.3
Vicarious trauma
To position ourselves, we are not experts in vicarious trauma, so will not go into this in great detail, instead
preferring to share resources on the topic from experts for
further reading.4 The comprehensive definition we use to
describe vicarious trauma comes from the Royal Commission
into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse
(RCIRCSA) Final Report5 which states:
Vicarious trauma describes the internal changes
that can occur for a worker who is engaged with
survivors of trauma and their trauma material. A
person does not have to experience the trauma directly themselves, but could be exposed through
contact with survivors of abuse, written material
with trauma content or hearing stories of abuse.
The cumulative effects of this exposure need to be
acknowledged, identified and managed. The impacts
can mirror those of the person who experienced the
trauma, including sleep disturbance, intrusive and
distressing memories and sensory experiences.6
Supporting staff of RCIRCSA
This topic was mentioned by the RCIRCSA in the
context of its "Well at Work" program, which it described in
detail over five pages in the Final Report. The RCIRCSA
acknowledged the challenging environment its staff worked
in and the need to support its employees. The RCIRCSA Final Report states:
In an attempt to mitigate this risk [of vicarious trauma], we developed a comprehensive staff support
framework, called Well at Work, that helped staff to
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build resilience and recognise the early signs of
vicarious trauma, and provided appropriate strategies and activities to manage wellbeing.7
The RCIRCSA described it as their duty of care to
provide support for the wellbeing of their staff. They completed wellbeing checks, and in-house peer to peer support
and debriefing. Staff training on vicarious trauma and resilience and other wellbeing activities were available to staff,
who could pick and choose what would support their individual needs and preferences. The RCIRCSA also understood a
need to create a positive work culture, recognising that high
workloads and the level of exposure staff had to traumatic
material and stories would impact people's ability to continue
to be well at work.
Archivists missing support
Unfortunately, what became clear from our session
in Australia was that this wellbeing programme had not
flowed down to the agencies responding to the RCIRCSA .
Archivists all over Australia-- in government, religious, and
other institutions--had worked directly with the records recording child sexual abuse for years but had received no support. The privacy and confidentiality of archival work often
means that we are unable to discuss any details of our work
and this really highlighted the need for the archival community to come together around this topic and support each other.
Community of care
Any person potentially affected by vicarious trauma, could and should be part of a community of care that can
provide peer to peer support. This community of care was
brought to life in the organisers, keynotes and fellow presenters at the SNCA conference8 and extended the concept of an
archivist to archivist relationship. This fifth principle was
proposed at the 2017 SAA panel on Radical Empathy9 to add
to Caswell and Cifor's four affective responsibilities in their
much-discussed paper From Human Rights to Feminist Ethics: Radical Empathy in the Archives, and is a concept we
wholeheartedly support.10
We believe anyone and everyone who comes into
contact with the records should be included in the discussion,
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whether they are archivists or not, permanent or casual, paid
or unpaid, accessing the records as a researcher or as the subject of the record. They are all our peers. The article Volunteers in Australian Archives called for volunteers to be included in future discussions on the topic of vicarious trauma
because due to "the serendipitous nature of archival collections, archival organisations cannot predict what material
will affect whom, nor the level of impact the material will
have."11 Many marginalised communities and advocacy
groups use the phrase: "nothing about us without us" 12 and
we believe this discussion needs to embody this. Because
there is also a need to think about how guests, researchers,
and donors might react to potentially traumatising content,
there should be processes in place to assist staff in how to
respond when such a situation arises.
Many acknowledge that experiences in the archives
can be both positive and negative. Julia Mant, President of
the Australian Society of Archivists, described archives as
"full of emotions."13 We should not be trying to predict what
people will feel and when they might need the support, it
should be embedded within our workflow and practices, but
in place of that, we can create communities of care and support to provide peer, colleague, and friend support. Anyone
who comes into contact with the archives or the people affected by them becomes part of the community of care.
Radical Empathy and Trauma Informed Archival Practice
We turn now to the concept of radical empathy described by Caswell and Cifor as "a willingness to be affected,
to be shaped by another's experience, without blurring the
lines between the self and the other" and how radical empathy can and should impact archival practice.14 This section
will briefly discuss examples of potential places in archival
practice where radical empathy can be enacted using the notion of trauma-informed [archival] practice.15
"Records and recordkeeping processes are not glamorous. They are, however, powerful and have consequences
in both their presence and their absence." 16 This quote by
Anne Gilliland correlates with sentiments in the RCIRCSA
Final Report which acknowledged the power of absent records, recognising the challenge it created for the Commission's work, and the ability of people to access justice. In our
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Australian discussion, archivists spoke about how the effects
of vicarious trauma were compounded by the absence of
records, leaving them feeling powerless to help in the face of
silence in the records.
If we act on this opportunity for radical empathy
and achieving trauma-informed archival practice, this challenge could be a chance to put the community first, to find
out how we could support them, and in turn leave the archivist feeling more supported. This is a moment to provide
more transparent archival description, using evidence to
show records did exist, describing what is known to have
existed, and explaining why they were destroyed to fill a gap
for the community.17
Another example of extending radical empathy in
the archives and making trauma-informed decisions is
switching from basing decision-making processes on what is
best for the archive and instead getting to know the community you’re trying to represent. Working together with an
under- or misrepresented community to learn what is lacking
and then using that knowledge to inform appraisal, access,
description, and digitisation decisions could be much more
effective to fill the silences in our collections. This was a
strong theme throughout the SNCA conference and there
were countless presentations which discussed projects that
embodied this work, which was heartening to see.18
Trauma-informed archival practice should also impact our physical space. For example, only allowing pencils
and barring phones, bags or photos is daunting and requiring
sign-ups is challenging for those with limited access to ID.
There are also physical barriers to reading rooms, with a lack
of privacy and comfort often limiting the ability for people to
explore the records at their own pace. Archives and collections can also be physically inaccessible for disabled people,
due to factors such as buildings not in compliance with disability regulations, unavailability of screen readers, and desks
and counters at inaccessible heights for wheelchair users.
Finally, we also need to think about our archives' presence in
the digital realm, because evidence shows that broken links
can have the power to re-traumatise people.19
The opening session of the SNCA conference, presented by Naomi Nelson, really set the tone, calling for us to
bring our full selves to our work, to empathise, to question
our physical places (reading rooms), and to understand the
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importance of context. If we do all that, we are most definitely enacting radical empathy and bringing trauma-informed
archival practice to life.
This is only just scratching the surface of how we
can incorporate trauma-informed archival practice into our
workplaces to improve our practices and processes, to enhance access, diversify our collections, and start to put communities first when we make decisions about collections that
are about them, impact them, or in any way represent them.
People with the lived experience are always experts-- you
can join them and provide support by bringing archival expertise.
Vicarious empathisation
The concept of vicarious empathisation, or resilience, is developed from the understanding that exposure to
the stories of others develops deeper empathy and understanding. This is not new to psychologists who have been
studying the effect of trauma, and who understand that following trauma, a person may not always be negatively impacted but instead can grow. This is also referred to as posttraumatic growth, where it is understood people can have
increased empathy, insight, tolerance, and compassion as a
result of their experience.
Discussed together, vicarious trauma and vicarious
resilience can inform a more holistic approach to archival
practice. While briefly touched on here, there is scope for
further examination of how these can influence archival
practices such as appraisal, description, and release decisions. We also hope that somewhere in this conversation,
spaces will be created that allow us opportunities to participate in restorative justice processes.
We believe there is a need for safer spaces and networks to share experiences among peers. There is often stigma around emotions in archives: people have been told to
just get over it, or to deal with it, or that it isn't for them to
feel upset because the records aren't about them, because that
is what people have traditionally had to do. Instead, we want
to challenge that understanding and argue that organisations
should support their employees and volunteers when dealing
with potentially traumatic material. As discussed, this new
understanding of radical empathy can in turn improve archives' ability to provide a better, more responsive service to
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communities. There will always be a difference in support
for lone arrangers versus archivists in large institutions and
our obligations around privacy and non-disclosure can act as
a barrier, so this is where we need support from each other
and to support each other.
Nicola Laurent is a Project Archivist on the Find & Connect
web resource. The web resource is part of a larger suite of
services offered by the Australian Federal Government to
support people who spent time in out-of-home 'care' as a
child in the twentieth century. The web resource provides
information about out-of-home 'care' in Australia, linking
together the histories of institutions who provided 'care' with
the archival records created by those institutions and provides information about how the records can be accessed.
Nicola was first introduced to the concepts of vicarious trauma and trauma-informed practice during a workshop organised for staff wellbeing.
Michaela Hart is a Senior Archivist at the Department of
Health and Human Services in Melbourne, Australia. She
was responsible for researching the department's response to
the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child
Sex Abuse. Her background in nursing and community development informed what her expectations were around workplace support during this time and gave her the skills to
identify and articulate her needs. These also made her realise there was a gap in dialogue around this issue in the archival profession and motivated this response.
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